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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR PROVIDING
REPEATED ELIMINATION BONUS IN
GAMING ACTIVITIES

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

This 1invention relates 1n general to gaming systems and
processes, and more particularly to a method and apparatus
for providing a gaming activity having one or more 1nde-
pendent bonus events 1n corresponding individual display
segments, where the independent bonus events are randomly

climinated from the bonus activity while affording collective
accumulation of credits.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Gaming devices such as slot machines have been 1n use 1n
the U.S. for over a century. The earliest slot machines
originally paid out 1n cigars and chewing gum. Remnants of
the early slot machines are manifested in the traditional
“fruit” symbols such as cherries, lemons, oranges, etc.,
which represent the original flavors of gum. Notwithstand-
ing the similarity of the symbols and reels associated with
the slot machines of both today and yesteryear, modern day
slot machine implementations are markedly different than
their mechanical ancestors. This dramatic 1mplementation
disparity results primarily from the advent of computers and
video capabilities.

Pure chance gaming devices such as slot machines have
proved wildly popular, and 1n recent years have rivaled and
even surpassed their once untouchable table game counter-
parts. One reason for this popularity 1s the increase in
innovation, and the recognition of the need for human
stimulation. While true that a primary motivator for people
to play gaming devices 1s the chance to win monetary or
other prizes (in the case of legalized gambling), the intrigue
and excitement of playing these newly created machines
lures people as well. It 1s therefore important in the gaming
industry that gaming innovations be rolled out to the par-
ficipating public.

Conventionally, participation 1n slot machines ivolves
initiating the rotation of multiple reels, and allowing the
machine to randomly stop the reel rotation such that asso-
ciated reel symbols line up a payline. If the symbols on that
payline correspond to a predetermined symbol combination,
the participant wins an amount corresponding to the par-
ticular symbol combination. For multi-lined paylines, a coin
or other token may be played for any one or more of the
available paylines, and each of the paylines may provide a
winning payout. When this occurs, the slot machine pays out
according to the payoll table posted on the slot machine. The
payoll table informs players of the winning symbol combi-
nations for that machine, and what each combination pays
based on the number of coins allocated for the spin. If a
winning combination occurs, the machine releases money or
tokens into a payout chute, or may award the winning
amount onto a credit meter for the player. For example, 1f a
player imitially wagered three coins and that player won a
high payout, that player may receive fifty coins of the same
denomination in return, or may receive lifty credits for
continued play.

I

It 1s a continual effort 1n the gaming 1industry to develop
ways to attract and captivate players in playing gaming,
machines, such as slot games. One such manner of stimu-
lating 1nterest and heightening excitement has been through
the use of “bonus” events. Bonus events or games are used
to attract and keep players at a gaming machine. A bonus
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game 1S typically an additional gaming reel or machine, or
a random selection device, that 1s enabled by a bonus
qualifying signal from an underlying or primary gaming
machine. Generally, a predetermined prize-winning combi-
nation of symbols 1n an underlying or primary game may
result 1n the player being awarded one or more bonus games.
Often the bonus event has a much higher probability of
winning, thereby instilling a great interest by players in
being awarded bonus events.

There are various secondary or “bonus” events known 1n
the art. One such bonus event allows the player to depress
a bonus spin button to allow the player one or more
additional free spins 1n which a winning payout may be
made. Alternatively, additional, discrete bonus reels may be
used for the bonus event. In such case, a particular symbol
on any one or more of the reels which 1s stopped on a
winning line may result 1n a winning payout. In some bonus
activities, the reels may be controllable 1n a bonus play,
unlike the underlying primary gaming play. For example, the
reels may be individually stopped, and/or the reels may be
rotated slower to allow the player to attempt to stop the reel
such that the prize-winning symbol stops on the win line. In
another example, a bonus event for a video slot machine
may have a second screen where the player 1s rewarded with

a bonus game, such as allowing the player to pick one of five
different 1tems on the second screen, and the selected item

reveals a value won by the player. In recent times, bonus
events have become quite extravagant, sometimes leading
the player through video animations that provide visual and
audio entertainment while providing clever ways 1n which
the participant can receive payouts of varying quanfities.
After engaging 1n the bonus event, play resumes in the
underlying, primary gaming machine.

Of these different types of bonus activities, one type
includes those bonus activities where the participant 1s
allowed to actively participate m the bonus event. For
example, participants may be allowed to make some sort of
selection 1n order to make the participant feel as though he
or she has 1n some way contributed to the ultimate result.
While this may be desirable for some participants, others are
more 1ntrigued by the random nature of gaming devices, and
may seek an exciting manner of engaging in bonus activities
without having to figure out how to best play Such a bonus
round. This participant sentiment may become increasingly
prevalent where the bonus activity 1s entirely different from
the original, standard play of the game. For example, a
standard slot machine may have a bonus activity where an
animated series of events takes place, and the participant
must try to figure out how to effectively play the bonus
round. As some bonus activities become more and more
claborate, some participants may be put off by the imnherent
complexities.

Another problem with prior art bonus activities 1s that
there 1s conventionally an understood “end” of the bonus
activity that 1s sure to occur. For example, 1n a bonus round
where a participant 1s allowed to select six of twenty-four
hidden bonus amounts, the bonus round ends when the
amounts associated with the six selections have been made
and credited to the participant. While 1t may be exciting for
the participant to engage 1n such a bonus round, it 1s largely
due to the participant’s knowledge that the bonus round is
likely to produce greater payout amounts than during stan-
dard play. However, it would be desirable in the gaming
industry to provide bonus activity that 1s terminated based
on random events, where although statistically bound, can
theoretically continue indefinitely.

The present invention recognizes the strong desirability of
bonus activities 1 today’s gaming industry, and addresses
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the aforementioned and other concerns and shortcomings of
present bonus activities. The present invention provides
caming participants with an intelligible gaming bonus
activity, while providing an exciting, visually-appealing
activity having a theoretically unlimited potential for credit
accumulations.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

To overcome limitations in the prior art described above,
and to overcome other limitations that will become apparent
upon reading and understanding the present specification,
the present 1nvention discloses a method and apparatus for
facilitating participation 1n a gaming system. The present
invention provides a slot game event where certain display
secgments are continually eliminated from the slot game
event, by becoming associated with a predetermined one or
more “discontinue symbols.” Those display segments that
are not eliminated 1n this fashion continue to remain active,
and potentially accumulate credits, until they too are elimi-
nated from the slot game event.

In accordance with one embodiment of the invention, a
method 1s provided for facilitating participation by a player
in a slot game, such as that provided via a slot machine or
computing device. A display grid having a plurality of active
display segments 1s presented. Symbols are presented in
cach of the active display segments, such as by randomly
selecting symbols and displaying a randomly selected sym-
bol 1n each of the active display segments. Of these symbols,
at least some are discontinue symbols, and the display
segments that are associated with a discontinue symbol are
deactivated. The presentation of symbols and subsequent
deactivation of symbols associated with discontinue sym-
bols continues until all of the active display segments have
been deactivated.

In more specilic embodiments of the invention, the
method may be implemented 1n a bonus mode of the slot
game, which may be invoked upon the occurrence of a
predetermined symbol combination 1n a standard mode of
the slot game. Display segments not associated with the
bonus mode can then be de-emphasized to distinguish the
display segments associated with the bonus mode from those
that are not. A lesser number than all of the active display
secgments may be the trigger point where the bonus event
terminates. In other specific embodiments, active display
secgments that are not deactivated due to a discontinue
symbol will remain active due to the presence of a continue
symbol 1n those active display segments. Payout amounts
may be associated with any one or more of the continue
symbols, such that a participant can keep accumulating
credits at each of the active display segments as long as they
remain active. In other embodiments, even predetermined
disconfinue symbols may be given a payout amount, but the
display segments associated with these discontinue symbols
will not be able to accumulate any further credits until an
entirely new bonus round 1s imnvoked.

Another aspect of the mnvention involves a casino gaming
apparatus hosting a gaming activity having at least a stan-
dard mode of operation and a bonus mode of operation. The
cgaming apparatus includes a video screen to present a
display grid having a plurality of display cells. A user
interface 1s provided to allow the player to participate 1n the
standard mode of operation, and 1n some embodiments in the
bonus mode of operation as well. A processor 1s used to
designate a plurality of the display cells as active display
cells 1in response to a predetermined symbol combination
occurring during the standard mode of operation. When 1n
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the bonus mode of operation, the processor randomly pre-
sents symbols 1n the active display cells, and deactivates the
active display cells associated with a discontinue symbol.
The processor, whether automatically or mnitiated by user
input, repeats the random presentation of symbols and
deactivation of the display cells associated with the discon-
tinue symbols, until all, or alternatively a predetermined
number, of the active display cells have been deactivated.
In accordance with another embodiment of the invention,
a method 1s provided for facilitating participation 1n a slot
game on a slot machine. A display grid having multiple
display segments 1s presented. Virtual reels, that are visible
via the display segments, are electronically “spun.” Each of
the virtual reels includes symbols from a collective symbol
set. This spinning action of the virtual reels 1s terminated,
resulting in a random presentation of a symbol from the
collective symbol set 1n each of the display segments. If a
bonus event 1s 1nvoked through determining whether a
predetermined symbol combination 1s presented, then the
display segments associated with the symbols of the prede-
termined symbol combination are distinguished from inac-
five display segments disassociated with the symbols of the
predetermined symbol combination. While 1n bonus mode,
a bonus virtual reel 1s spun in each of the active display
secgments. This spinning action of the bonus virtual reels 1s
terminated, resulting in a random presentation of bonus
symbols 1 each of the active display segments. Display
segments assoclated with a stop-bonus symbol are deacti-
vated and thereby eliminated from the rest of that bonus
event. The bonus virtual reels continue to be spun, and
display segments deactivated, until a predetermined number,
such as all, of the active display segments have been
deactivated. More particular embodiments include provid-
ing credit awards for at least some of the symbols presented

in the display segments that are not stop-bonus symbols.

These and various other advantages and features of nov-
elty which characterize the invention are pointed out with
particularity 1n the claims annexed hereto and form a part
hereof. However, for a better understanding of the invention,
its advantages, and the objects obtained by 1ts use, reference
should be made to the drawings which form a further part
hereof, and to accompanying descriptive matter, 1n which
there are illustrated and described specific examples of an
apparatus 1n accordance with the invention.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The 1nvention 1s described 1in connection with the embodi-
ments illustrated in the following diagrams.

FIGS. 1-A through 1-J illustrate a sequence of events
carried out 1n connection with a slot game 1n accordance
with one embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 1-J illustrates an example where the eliminated
display segments retain an 1mage of the stop-bonus symbol
that brought about the respective display segment’s elimi-
nation;

FIG. 2 1s a block diagram 1llustrating one embodiment 1n
which physical or virtual reel strips are associated with a slot
came 1n the standard and bonus modes 1n accordance with
the 1nvention;

FIGS. 3-A and 3-B 1illustrate an exemplary embodiment of
the elimination bonus methodology used 1n connection with
a video display device in accordance with the invention;

FIG. 4 1s an embodiment of a casmo-style gaming device
in which the principles of the present invention may be
applied;

FIG. 5 1s a block diagram of a representative computing,
system capable of carrying out operations in accordance
with the mvention; and
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FIGS. 6 and 7 are flow diagrams 1llustrating representa-
tive embodiments of the elimination bonus features 1n

accordance with the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
ILLUSTRATED EMBODIMENTS

In the following description of the invention, reference 1s
made to the accompanying drawings which form a part
hereof, and 1n which 1s shown by way of illustration the
specific embodiment in which the invention may be prac-
ficed. It 1s to be understood that other embodiments may be
utilized, as structural and operational changes may be made
without departing from the scope of the present mnvention.

Generally, the present invention 1s directed to a method
and apparatus for facilitating participation 1 a slot game,
such as that played on a slot machine or other computing
device. Certain display segments of a display grid are
continually eliminated from the slot game event, by becom-
ing assoclated with a predetermined one or more discontinue
symbols. Those display segments that are not eliminated 1n
this fashion confinue to remain active, and potentially accu-
mulate credits, until they too are eliminated from the slot
game event.

The present invention, as described more fully below, 1s
applicable to a variety of gaming activities that are played on
a gaming machine, including slot games such as reel slots
and video slots, electronic poker and other electronic card
games, keno, bingo, craps, dice, roulette, etc. The present
invention 1s, however, described 1n large part 1n the present
description 1n terms of slot machines to provide an under-
standing of the 1nvention. For example, 1n the context of slot
games/machines, the present ivention allows slot game
participants to partake in a standard slot game, while having
the opportunity to become engaged in a bonus activity
according to the present invention. While the invention 1s
particularly advantageous 1n the context of slot machines,
and while a description 1n terms of slot machines facilitates
an understanding of the invention, the invention 1s equally
applicable to other gaming activities of chance as will be
readily apparent to those of skill 1n the art from the descrip-
tion provided herein.

More particularly, an exemplary gaming system in which
the principles of the present invention are particularly ben-
eficial includes at least one standard gaming activity, and at
least one bonus activity. For example, in the context of slot
machines, a standard gaming activity includes the normal
slot game 1n which the participant places a wager, 1nitiates
spinning the slot game reels, and collects payouts upon the
occurrence of one of a plurality of predetermined winning
symbol combinations. A bonus activity 1s an activity ditfer-
ent from the standard gaming activity, which generally only
occurs at certain times. In other words, where the standard
gaming activity 1s the gaming activity that 1s presented to the
participant automatically 1 connection with play of the
gaming device, a bonus activity 1s not automatically pre-
sented to the participant. Rather, the bonus activity 1is
ogenerally a special occurrence awarded to the participant for
an occurrence resulting from standard gaming play. For
example, a bonus event may be awarded to a slot game
participant 1f a resulting symbol combination occurring
during standard slot game activity corresponds to a symbol
combination determined i1n advance to result 1n a bonus
event award. Bonus events are typically used to attract and
keep players at a gaming machine, and 1s typically an
additional gaming reel or machine, or a random selection
device, that 1s enabled by a bonus qualifying signal from an
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underlying or primary gaming activity. Generally, a prede-
termined combination of symbols 1n an underlying game
may result 1n the player being awarded one or more bonus
cames. Often the bonus event has a much higher probability
of winning, thereby instilling a great interest by players in
being awarded bonus events.

As 1s described more fully below, the present invention
provides a repeated bonus activity that, over time, statisti-
cally diminishes in potential payout opportunities through

individual display segment elimination from the bonus
activity. It should be recognized, however, that the principles
of the present invention may be utilized in a standard mode
of play rather than a bonus mode of play. Those skilled 1n the
art will readily appreciate that the invention may be utilized
in a standard mode of play from the description provided
herein. While the present invention may be carried out 1n a
standard play mode, an exemplary embodiment of the inven-
tion utilizes the present mvention 1n a secondary, or bonus
mode, and while embodiments of the mmvention are largely
described herein 1n connection with such a bonus mode of
operation, the mvention 1s not limited thereto.

In order to provide an understanding of the operation of
the invention, FIGS. 1-A through 1-J illustrate a sequence of
events carried out 1n connection with a slot machine in
accordance with one embodiment of the invention. FIG. 1-A
illustrates an example of a slot game grid 100 that may be
presented on a slot game display 102. Different slot games
may exhibit a variety of different reel characteristics and
display formats. For example, some slot games include a
conventional three-reel configuration traditionally used in
mechanical-reel slot machines. In a three-reel configuration,
three reels each having an associated reel strip of symbols
rotate vertically as viewed by the participant. The reels stop
at random locations, thereby presenting the participant with
one, two, or three paylines of potentially winning symbol
combinations, depending on the amount wagered by the
participant. In more recent times, this traditional reel display
format has changed significantly, lareely due to the ability to
present electronic reels on a display screen. This has resulted
in a variety of different reel formats, including greater
quantities of vertically rotating electronic reels, greater
numbers of paylines, and paylines that are vertical, diagonal,
as well as the traditional horizontal paylines. The present
invention 1s applicable with any reel configuration.
Therefore, the slot game grid 100 of FIG.1-A 1s shown as
having an indeterminate number of rows and columns,
which can accordingly represent an indeterminate number of
reels, paylines, and the like.

The slot game grid 100 of FIG. 1-A includes a number of
rows, which may represent different paylines. However, as
will be described more fully below, rows do not necessarily
correspond to paylines 1n accordance with the present inven-
tion. Each row includes one or more display segments. The
first row 1ncludes display segments 110, 112, 114, through
some predetermined number of display segments repre-
sented by display segment 118. Similarly, a second row
includes display segments 120, 122, 124 through 128, and a
third row includes display segments 130, 132, 134 through
138. Depending on the number of display segments, rows,
paylines, etc. desired, additional rows through the final row
are provided, where the final row includes display segments
140, 142, 144 through 148. Thus, FIG. 1-A 1s intended to
represent a generic slot game grid having any number or
combination of display segments.

Referring now to FIG. 1-B, the slot game grid 100
presented on the display 102 illustrates how symbols ulti-
mately correspond to the display segments. For example, the
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slot game state represented 1n FIG. 1-B may include at least
four rotating reels (e.g., virtual reels), including the reels

corresponding to columns 150, 152, 154 through 158. When
the reels randomly come to a stop in accordance with a
standard mode of slot game play, slot game symbols are
presented 1n each of the display segments as shown 1 FIG.
1-B. In some instances, the “symbol” may be a blank symbol
as shown 1n display segments 112 and 128. Each of the
various rows 160, 162, 164 through 168 may represent
various paylines, where a predetermined combination of
symbols 1 any of the paylines may produce a winning
combination and payout during the standard mode of play.
Paylines may also be provided in other manners, such as
vertically through columns 150, 152, 154 through 158
(particularly where each of the symbols in such columns are
not in a predetermined reel strip configuration). Paylines
may also be made diagonally, or 1n some other predeter-
mined pattern. The particular manner in which paylines are
formed during a standard mode of play 1s not of particular
importance to the present invention.

In accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the
present 1nvention, a predetermined pattern, number of
symbols, or other predetermined symbol configuration will
initiate a secondary mode of play, referred to herein as a
bonus mode of play. The bonus mode can be 1nitiated by a
certain symbol combination arising on any of the paylines of
the slot game grid 100, or by a certain predetermined symbol
combination arising anywhere on the grid 100. In the
example of FIG. 1-B, a predetermined symbol combination
of three cloud symbols initiates the bonus activity. These
three cloud symbols are shown in display segments 114,
130, and 142. It should be noted that any predetermined
symbol can 1nitiate the bonus activity, as well as any number
of such symbols arising (e.g., one, two, etc.) Again, for
purposes of 1illustration, three cloud symbols trigger the
bonus mode 1n the present example.

When the bonus-triggering symbols are presented during
the standard mode of play, the bonus mode 1s 1nitiated. In
accordance with one embodiment of the present invention,
the display segments 114, 130, and 142 corresponding to the
bonus-triggering symbols become the display segments to
be used in the bonus activity. This can be seen 1 FIG. 1-C,

where display segments 114, 130, and 142 remain “active,”
but the remaining display segments 110, 112, 118, 120, 122,

124, 128, 132, 134, 138, 140, 144, and 148 temporarily
become “inactive.” In one embodiment of the invention,
these 1nactive display segments are de-emphasized during
the bonus mode of play, such as by graying out these display
segments or otherwise providing some other visual manner
of distinguishing the 1nactive and active display segments.

The bonus activity according to one embodiment of the
invention includes randomly or pseudo-randomly updating
the active display segments 114, 130, 142 with bonus
symbols that may provide the participant with credits won
through the bonus activity. For example, referring to FIG.
1-D, the bonus activity includes individually re-spinning
virtual reels in each of the display segments 114, 130, 142.
In accordance with one embodiment of the invention, the
bonus mode 1s automatically initiated upon the bonus-
triggering event as described in connection with FIG. 1-C.
Alternatively, the participant may be notified visually,
audibly, or otherwise that the bonus mode 1s available,
thereby prompting the participant to initiate the spinning of
the active display segments 114, 130, 142 through a user
interface.

The bonus mode according to the present invention uti-
lizes a random number generator (RNG) to randomly (or
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pseudo-randomly) determine which bonus symbols will be
presented 1n the display segments 114, 130, 142 during the
bonus activity. The degree 1n which the symbols are selected
“randomly” may be configured as desired, such as by
controlling the degree in which the symbol 1s randomly
selected through desired statistical probability outcomes.

FIG. 1-E illustrates the display segments 114, 130, 142 after
the display segment “spinning” 1s stopped pursuant to the
RNG. The ultimately resulting symbols that are randomly
presented 1 each of these active display segments may be
common to the symbols used during the standard mode of
play, or alternatively may be a different set of symbols used
just during the bonus mode of play. In the illustrated
embodiment, the bonus symbols are different than those
used 1n the standard mode of play, and include stop-bonus
symbols such as the stop-sign symbol 1n display segment
130, as well as continue-bonus symbols such as the star
symbols 1n display segments 114 and 142.

The continue-bonus symbols associated with display seg-
ments 114 and 142 result 1in continued bonus activity at these
display segments. An amount value, corresponding to a
number of coins or credits won, may be displayed 1n
connection with the continue-bonus symbols. For example,
the star continue-bonus symbol at display segment 114
indicates that one hundred credits were randomly awarded,
and the star continue-bonus symbol at the display segment
142 indicates that twenty-five credits were awarded. Thus,
this particular bonus round of the entire bonus activity
resulted 1n a total of one hundred and twenty-five credits
being awarded to the participant. The continue-bonus sym-
bols may be associated with positive credit/coin awards, 1.¢.,
a credit award greater than zero. Alternatively, the continue-
bonus symbols may be associated with no credits/coins (i.e.,
a null credit award), but that display segment will remain
active for further bonus activity. In another embodiment, the
continue-bonus symbols may even be associated with nega-
tive credits, such that credit accumulations are taken away
from the participant, although the display segment will
remain active for anticipated further credit accumulations. In
still further embodiments, a plurality of matching continue-
bonus symbols may be required in order to obtain a par-
ticular credit value.

Each time a continue-bonus symbol 1s presented during,
the bonus activity, whether or not associated with a credit/
coin award, the corresponding display segment remains
active, resulting 1n further chances to accumulate credits/
coins via that display segment. On the other hand, stop-
bonus symbols such as the stop symbol 1n display segment
130 are deactivated, and therefore eliminated from further
activity during this particular round of play. As will be
described in greater detail, the bonus mode according to the
present invention may theoretically continue indefinitely, as
the random selection of continue-bonus symbols can repeat-
edly be presented in the display segments during the bonus
mode. Thus, there 1s no scheduled end to the bonus round,
but rather, the bonus activity ends when all active display
secgments have been eliminated from the bonus round
through deactivation of the corresponding display segments
upon random receipt of a stop-bonus (i.e., discontinue)
symbol. This 1s described in greater detail in FIGS. 1-F
through 1-J below.

Referring next to FIG. 1-F, the non-eliminated, active
display segments 114, 142 re-spin due to a continue-bonus
symbol having been previously associated with these display
segments. Display segment 130, on the other hand, has been
de-emphasized due to its earlier elimination resulting from
the stop-bonus symbol being presented in display segment
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130. It should be noted that in one embodiment of the
invention, one or more of the active display segments 114,
142 having a continue-bonus symbol may be “held” for use
in the next spin.

Upon completion of the spinning of the remaining display
scgments 114, 142, a random symbol presentation 1s pre-
sented 1n the active display segments 114, 142 as shown 1n
FIG. 1-G. In this example, the ultimately resulting bonus
symbols that are randomly presented in these active display

segments include a continue-bonus symbol (e.g., star
symbol) in display segment 114, and a stop-bonus symbol
(e.g., stop-sign symbol) in display segment 142. In the
illustrated example, the continue-bonus symbol at display
secgment 114 has an associated credit award of fifty credits,
thereby adding an additional fifty credits to the participant’s
accumulated credit total. As previously described, display
secgment 114 remains active for further bonus activity due to
its association with a continue-bonus symbol. On the other
hand, the stop-bonus symbol associated with display seg-
ment 142 results 1n display segment 142 being deactivated
and eliminated from further bonus activity. It should be
recognized that stop-bonus symbols, as with continue-bonus
symbols, may be associated with a credit award even though
the associated display segment 1s eliminated from further
involvement with that particular bonus activity.

This process of repeatedly eliminating the availability of
display segments during the bonus activity continues, as
shown 1n FIG. 1-H. FIG. 1-H shows that the remaining
active display segments, display segment 114 1n this
example, again provide a random selection process of a new
bonus symbol, as illustrated by the display segment spinning,
action of display segment 114. The previously-eliminated
display segment 142 1s optionally de-emphasized. When a
bonus symbol has been randomly selected, it 1s presented in
display segment 114 as shown 1 FIG. 1-1. In this example,
the bonus symbol 1s, by random chance, a stop-bonus
symbol. However, the symbol could have been a continue-
bonus symbol, thereby awarding the participant with any
associated credit value, and maintaining the display segment
114 as an active display segment. Because of the random
nature of the presentation of continue-bonus and stop-bonus
symbols, the bonus activity has no set termination. However,
in other embodiments of the mnvention, a maximum number
of spins or other termination point may be defined.

The display segments that have been eliminated from the
bonus activity may be, as previously described,
de-emphasized, as the original inactive display segments
were. Alternatively, the display segments that have been
climinated from the bonus activity may retain a visual cue to
identify that display segment as a once-active display seg-
ment associated with the bonus activity. FIG. 1-J illustrates
such an example, where the elimination of display segments
130, 142 retain an 1mage of the stop-bonus symbol that
brought about the respective display segment’s elimination.
Other 1mages can alternatively be provided 1n these elimi-
nated display segments as well.

It should be noted that any predetermined number of
symbols, 1n any predetermined arrangement, can be used to
initiate the bonus activity in accordance with the mnvention.
Further, an exemplary embodiment of the invention utilizes
the same display segments for purposes of the bonus round
that 1nitially gave rise to the bonus round. For example,
display segments 114, 130, and 142 mitially gave rise to the
bonus round 1n the example of FIGS. 1-A through 1-I, and
these same display segments were therefore used in the
bonus activity. Alternatively, a different display segment
arrangement could be used for the bonus round, but imple-
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menting the repeated elimination process described above.
Thus, once the bonus activity 1s initiated, any predetermined
arrangement and/or number of display segments could be
used 1n the elimination bonus activity described herein. For
example, even where the display segments 114, 130, 142
originally give rise to the bonus activity, an alternative
embodiment includes utilizing, for example, the top row 160

of the slot game grid as the relevant display segments.

In one embodiment of the invention, the standard mode of
play may implement a first set of physical or electronic (e.g.,
virtual) reel strips, and the bonus mode of play may imple-
ment a different set of reel strips, where each reel strip
provides a symbol set. Further, the standard mode of play
may 1implement physical or virtual reel strips where multiple
sequential symbols of the reel strip 1s provided on multiple
paylines during the standard mode of play. For example,
referring to FIG. 2, a slot machine 200 1s shown 1n the
standard mode of play. In this example, the standard mode
includes three paylines, shown as payline-1 202, payline-2
204, and payline-3 206. The reel strips associated with the
standard mode of play may be provided as physical strips
having symbols imprinted thercon, such that the stopping
point of the reel strip determines which symbols will fall on
the paylines 202, 204, 206. For example, a first reel strip,
RS-1 210 includes a series of symbols. This reel strip, when
stopped, presents a group of symbols on the paylines 202,
204, 206. More particularly, the symbol group 212A 1s
presented across payline-1 202, payline-2 204, and payline-3
206 as seen on the slot machine 200 as symbol group 212B.
Analogously, the symbol group 214A of RS-2 216 1s pre-
sented across paylines 202, 204, 206 as symbol group 214B
on the slot machine 200; and the symbol group 218A of
RS-3 220 1s presented across paylines 202, 204, 206 as
symbol group 218B on the slot machine 200. The same may
hold true for virtual reel strips, where the order of the
symbols on the virtual reel strip may be carried over to the
order of the symbols presented across the paylines.

The operation of the reel strips, whether physical or
virtual, may change 1n accordance with one embodiment of
the 1invention. As shown 1 FIG. 2, the slot machine 200
de-emphasizes those display segments that are not “active”
when entering the bonus mode of play. Three display
secoments 222, 224, and 226 remain active 1n this example.
The same reel strips used during standard play may be used
in the bonus mode, however, 1n the illustrated embodiment
a new set of bonus reel strips BRS-1 230, BRS-2 232, and
BRS-3 234 are used. In the bonus mode, one embodiment of
the 1nvention mvolves providing a reel strip 230, 232, 234
for each of the individual display segments 222, 224, 226
that 1s active 1 the bonus mode of play. Thus, bonus reel
strip BRS-1 230 will “spin” 1n display segment 222, bonus
reel strip BRS-2 232 will spin 1n display segment 224, and
bonus reel strip BRS-3 234 will spin 1n display segment 226.
In this manner, each of the individual active display seg-
ments 222, 224, 226 operates as a discrete, self-suflicient
bonus payline. As can be seen, a single symbol such as
continue-bonus symbols 240 and 242 from bonus reel strips
230 and 232 respectively may ultimately be presented in
display segments 222 and 224. Similarly, a stop-bonus
symbol 244 from bonus reel strip 234 may ultimately be
presented 1n display segment 226.

It should be noted that the particular reel strips, number of
symbols, and type of symbols presented on the reel strips
230, 232, 234 may differ from one embodiment to the next.
For example, each of the reel strips can include a different
symbol set altogether, rather than having symbols from a
common symbol set such as illustrated 1n FIG. 2. Further, the
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symbols associated with any of the reel strips may change.
For example, after each “spmn” 1n the bonus mode one or
more of the reel strips can change symbols, add symbols,
remove symbols, etc. In a more particular example, each
fime a display segment has a continue-bonus symbol asso-
ciated therewith, one or more of the continue-bonus symbols
on that reel strip may be removed, to raise the chance that
a stop-bonus symbol will occur.

During bonus mode, the active display segments, such as
display segments 222, 224, and 226, thus operate as indi-
vidual paylines in one embodiment of the invention. In
alternative embodiments, two or more active display seg-
ments may present symbols from a common reel strip. For
example, 1 the case of electronic reel strips requiring no
physical relationship between the symbols, the single bonus
reel strip 230 may provide the symbols for each of the
display segments 222, 224, and 226 during the bonus
activity. However, 1n such case, each of the active display
secgments 222, 224, 226 would appear, and spin, as 1ndi-
vidual paylines. Therefore, such an embodiment 1s best
suited for video display segments where the reel strip 1s a
“virtual” reel strip generated electronically, and therefore
does not require an actual, physical reel strip.

As described above, one embodiment of the 1mvention
involves operating each of the “active” display segments
individually such that the resulting symbol in each active
display segment 1s not reliant on symbols in other display
segments to determine a winning result. For example, a star
symbol 1n active display segment 222 by itself may generate
a winning payout, where the stop symbol 1n active display
secgment 226 by itself may cause that particular display
segment to be eliminated from the bonus activity. In such an
embodiment, the symbol presented in the active display
segment provides all the information necessary to determine
whether that display segment will continue to be active,
whether 1t will provide a payout amount, or whether that
display segment will become 1nactive due to its elimination.
Other actions may also be taken from these single symbols,
as different symbols may represent different actions. One
such example 1s that a certain symbol causes an auxiliary
action, such as doubling the payout of another conftinue-
symbol 1n another display element presented during bonus
mode.

Although the active display elements operate as indi-
vidual paylines, the collection of active display elements
create a “bonus group” of active display elements. The
active display elements 222, 224, and 226 may thus be
considered as an active bonus group, which remains opera-
five 1n the bonus mode of play until all of the individual
display segments of the bonus group have been eliminated.

FIGS. 3-A and 3-B provide a more particular example of
the elimination bonus methodology 1n accordance with the
invention. In this example, a video display screen 300 is
provided. The video display screen may be implemented in
a variety of manners, mcluding electronically represented
with outputs shown on conventional electronic displays,
such as a liquid crystal displays (LCD), dot matrix, plasma,
CRT, LED, clectro-luminescent display, or generally any
type of video display known 1n the art.

The display screen of the illustrated embodiment includes
a grid 301 comprised of a plurality of video display seg-
ments. In one embodiment, the grid includes five virtual
reels 302, 304, 306, 308, and 310 that rotate vertically.
However, 1n a video display environment, the electronic
reels need not rotate vertically, but may rotate horizontally
along rows, or each display segment may rotate indepen-
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dently of other display segments. In this example 1t 1s
assumed that the electronic reels rotate vertically and 1in

cgroups defined by reels 302, 304, 306, 308, and 310.

In the standard mode of play, the reels 302, 304, 306, 308,
and 310 are electronically rotated. The reels are randomly
stopped pursuant to operation of a random number generator
(RNG) or other random operation engine. Winning symbol
combinations may be presented along a number of different
paylines. The example of FIG. 3A 1ncludes five paylines,
shown as payline-1 320, payline-2 322, payline-3 324,
payline-4 326, and payline-5 328. Additional paylines could
be implemented, such as along columns, particularly where
the standard mode of play randomly selects symbols at each
display segment rather than providing a continuous reel strip
for each column. In this example, payline-1 320 includes
display segments 330, 332, 334, 336, and 338. Payline-2 322
includes display segments 340, 342, 344, 346, and 348.
Payline-3 324 includes display segments 350, 352, 354, 356,
and 358. Payline-4 326 includes display segments 330, 342,
354, 346, and 338. Finally, payline-5 328 includes display
secoments 350, 342, 334, 346, and 358.

While the participant may win credits by obtaining pre-
determined symbol combinations along paylines 320, 322,
324, 326, 328 during the standard mode of play, the present
invention also includes a bonus mode of play. Any prede-
termined symbol criteria may be used to mvoke the bonus
mode of play. For example, the criteria may be one or more
predetermined symbols stopping at predetermined locations
in the display segment grid 301. An example 1s at least one
predetermined symbol stopping in each of the reels 302,
304, 306, 308, 310. Another exemplary criteria 1s a prede-
termined number of a predetermined symbol, regardless of
where on the grid 301 these predetermined symbols present
themselves. For example, the criteria may be that three star
symbols present themselves on the grid 301, and if at least
three star symbols present themselves, they become the
“bonus group” used 1n the bonus mode of play. As will be
readily apparent to those skilled 1in the art from the foregoing
description, a wide variety of options may be implemented
to invoke the bonus mode 1n accordance with the invention.

For purposes of discussion, it 1s assumed that the criteria
used 1n 1nvoke the bonus mode 1s that a predetermined
symbol must present itself in each of the reels 302, 304, 306,
308, 310. The example of FIG. 3A 1illustrates that such
predetermined symbols presented themselves during stan-

dard play at display segments 340, 352, 354, 356, and 348.
This mmvokes the bonus mode of play.

FIG. 3B illustrates an exemplary embodiment of the
display screen 300 when the bonus mode 1s 1nvoked. In this
embodiment, all display segments 340, 352, 354, 356, 348
in which the predetermined symbol was presented during
standard play become the active display segments of the
bonus group 360 in the bonus mode of play. In one
embodiment, the remaining display segments are
de-emphasized or otherwise distinguished from the bonus
oroup as shown 1n FIG. 3B. At this point, the bonus activity
may automatically begin, or alternatively may be initiated
by the participant via a user interface. The bonus activity
then continues as previously described 1n connection with

FIGS. 1-A through 1-I.

The display screen 300 also includes a bonus payout bar
362. The bonus payout bar 362 provides payout subtotals of
predetermined active display segments of the bonus group
360. In the 1llustrated example, the bonus payout bar 362 1s
configured to provide payout subtotals for each active dis-
play segment, such that bonus payout bar sections 370, 372,
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374,376, and 378 provide subtotal payout accumulations for
display segments 340, 352, 354, 356, and 348 respectively.

For example, 1f display segment 340 produces three
continue-bonus symbols each having a payout value of
twenty-five during three rounds of bonus activity, the bonus
payout bar section 370 will reflect a subtotal accumulation
of seventy-five credits. This subtotal accumulation will
continue until each of the display segments of the entire

bonus group has been eliminated through stop-bonus sym-
bols.

FIG. 4 1s an embodiment of a casino-style gaming device
in which the principles of the present invention may be
applied. Many traditional casino table games may be pro-
vided 1n a “video game” available via a casino-style gaming,
device shown 1n FIG. 4. For purposes of explanation, the
description of the gaming device 1s FIG. 4 1s provided 1n
terms of a slot machine 400. However, the present invention
1s analogously applicable to other casino-style games having
the ability to include at least one bonus activity.

The slot machine 400 1s a structure including at least a
computing system, a housing, and a display. The housing
includes a base 402 and a display device 404 to allow the slot
machine 400 to be a self-supported, independent structure.
The base 402 includes structure supporting the slot machine
400, and also includes a user interface 406 to allow the user
to control and engage 1n play of the slot machine 400. The
particular user interface mechanisms associated with user
interface 406 1s dependent on the type of gaming machine.
For example, the user interface 406 may include one or more
buttons, switches, joysticks, levers, pull-down handles,
trackballs, voice-activated iput, or any other user input
system or mechanism that allows the user to play the
particular gaming activity. The user input 406 allows the
user to enter coins or otherwise obtain credits through
vouchers, tokens, credit cards, etc. Various mechanisms for
entering such vouchers, tokens, credit cards, coins, etc. are
known 1n the art. For example, coin/token 1nput
mechanisms, card readers, credit card readers, smart card
readers, punch card readers, and other mechanisms may be
used to enter wagers. It 1s through the user input 406 that the
user can 1nitiate the standard mode of play, and may option-
ally control certain aspects of the bonus mode of play. In the
case of a slot machine, the user input may include a plurality
of buttons, ¢.g., button 408, which allow the user to enter a
number of credits to play, 1dentify the number of paylines 1n
which to participate, cash out, automatically bet the maxi-
mum amount and paylines, etc. It should be recognized that
a wide variety of other user interface options are available
for use 1n connection with the present invention, mncluding
pressing a button on a gaming machine, touching a segment
of a touch-screen, entering text, entering voice commands,
or other known user entry methodology. The particular user

interface mechanism employed 1s not relevant to the present
invention.

The display device 404 includes a display screen 410. The
display device may take on a variety of forms depending on
what type of presentation 1s to be provided. For example, a
slot game area 420 1s provided where the standard slot
gaming activity 1s displayed. In this example, the standard
slot gaming activity includes five video reels 422, 423, 424,
425, and 426, and three paylines depicted as the 1°° payline
428, the 27 payline 430, and the 3™ payline 432. The
display segments occur at the intersections of each video
reel and payline. Another presentation that may be displayed
on the display screen 410 1s the bonus payout bar 440, which
may optionally be displayed only during the bonus mode of

play.
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Also associated with the display device 404 1s an optional
winning guide arca 412, where information associated with
the potential winning symbol combinations of the standard
slot game activity may be presented. This area may also
provide an indication of the requisite symbols, symbol
combinations, symbol locations, etc. that are required to
invoke the bonus mode 1 accordance with the invention.
This information may be part of the display screen 410, or
alternatively may be separate from the display screen 410
and provided directly on a portion of the display device 404
structure 1tself. For example, a backlit colored panel may be

used as the winning guide areca 412.

The gaming machines described 1 connection with the
present 1nvention may be independent casino gaming
machines, such as slot machines or other special purpose
gaming kiosks, video games, or may be computing systems
operating under the direction of local gaming software
and/or remotely-provided software such as provided by an
application service provider (ASP). The casino gaming
machines utilize computing systems to control and manage
the gaming activity. An example of a representative com-
puting system capable of carrying out operations 1n accor-
dance with the invention 1s 1llustrated in FIG. §.

Hardware, firmware, software or a combination thereof
may be used to perform the various gaming functions,
display presentations and operations described herein. The
functional modules used 1n connection with the nvention
may reside 1n a gaming machine as described, or may
alternatively reside on a stand-alone or networked computer.
The computing structure 500 of FIG. § 1s an example
computing structure that can be used i1n connection with
such electronic gaming machines, computers, or other
computer-implemented devices to carry out operations of
the present mvention.

The example computing arrangement 500 suitable for
performing the gaming and bonus group elimination func-
fions 1n accordance with the present invention typically
includes a central processor (CPU) 502 coupled to random
access memory (RAM) 504 and some variation of read-only
memory (ROM) 506. The ROM 506 may also be other types
of storage media to store programs, such as programmable
ROM (PROM), erasable PROM (EPROM), etc. The pro-
cessor 502 may communicate with other internal and exter-
nal components through input/output (I/O) circuitry 508 and
bussing 510, to provide control signals, communication
signals, and the like.

Chance-based gaming systems such as slot machines, 1n
which the present invention is applicable, are governed by
random numbers and processors. Electronic reels are used to
display the result of the digital reels which are actually
stored 1n computer memory and “spun” by a random number
generator (RNG). RNGs are well-known in the art, and may
be implemented using hardware, software operable 1n con-
nection with the processor 502, or some combination of
hardware and software. In accordance with generally known
technology 1n the field of slot machines, the processor 502
associated with the slot machine, under appropriate program
instruction, can simulate the vertical rotation of multiple
reels. Generally, the RNG confinuously cycles through
numbers, even when the machine 1s not being played. The
slot machine selects, for example, three random numbers.
The numbers chosen at the moment the play 1s initiated are
typically the numbers used to determine the final outcome,
1.€., the outcome 1s settled the moment the reels are spun.
The resulting random numbers are generally divided by a
fixed number. This fixed number 1s often thirty-two, but for
slot machines with large progressive jackpots 1t may be even
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orcater. After dividing, the remainders will be retained. For
example, if the divisor was one-hundred twenty-cight, the
machine would have three remainders ranging from zero to
one-hundred twenty-seven. The remainders may be consid-
ered as stops on virtual reels. If the divisor was one-hundred
twenty-eight, then the virtual reels would each have one-
hundred twenty-eight stops with each stop being equally
likely. Each stop on the virtual reel may be mapped to a stop
on an actual reel or displayed reel image. These reel images
may then be displayed on the display 520. The present
invention 1s operable using any known RNG, and may be
integrally programmed as part of the processor 502
operation, or alternatively may be a separate RNG controller
540. RNGs are well known 1n the art, and any type of RNG
may be implemented for the standard mode of play and/or

the bonus mode of play 1n accordance with the invention.

The computing arrangement 500 may also include one or
more data storage devices, mncluding hard and floppy disk
drives 512, CD-ROM drives 514, and other hardware
capable of reading and/or storing information such as DVD,
ctc. In one embodiment, software for carrying out the
standard and bonus gaming operations 1in accordance with
the present immvention may be stored and distributed on a
CD-ROM 516, diskette 518 or other form of media capable
of portably storing information. These storage media may be
inserted 1nto, and read by, devices such as the CD-ROM
drive 514, the disk drive 512, etc. The software may also be
transmitted to the computing arrangement 500 via data
signals, such as being downloaded electronically via a
network, such as the Internet. Further, as previously
described, the software for carrying out the functions asso-
ciated with the present invention may alternatively be stored
in internal memory/storage of the computing device 500,
such as 1n the ROM 506. The computing arrangement 500 1s
coupled to the display 520, which represents a display on
which the gaming activities in accordance with the invention
are presented. The display 520 merely represents the “pre-
sentation” of the video information 1n accordance with the
invention, and may be any type of known display or pre-
sentation screen, such as LCD displays, plasma display,
cathode ray tubes (CRT), etc. Where the computing device
500 represents a stand-alone or networked computer, the
display 520 may represent a standard computer terminal or
display capable of displaying multiple windows, frames, etc.
Where the computing device 1s embedded within an elec-
tronic gaming machine, such as slot machine 400 of FIG. 4,
the display 520 corresponds to the display screen 410 of
FIG. 4. A user mput interface 522 such as a mouse or
keyboard may be provided where the computing device 500
1s assoclated with a standard computer. An embodiment of
a user 1input interface 522 1s 1llustrated 1n connection with an
clectronic gaming machine 400 of FIG. 4 as the various
“buttons” 408. Other user input mterface devices mnclude a
keyboard, a mouse, a microphone, a touch pad, a touch
screen, voice-recognition system, etc.

The computing arrangement 500 may be connected to
other computing devices or gaming machines, such as via a
network. The computing arrangement 500 may be connected
to a network server 528 1n an intranet or local network
configuration. The computer may further be part of a larger
network configuration as in a global area network (GAN)
such as the Internet. In such a case, the computer accesses
one or more web servers 530 via the Internet 532.

Other components directed to slot machine 1implementa-
fions 1nclude manners of gaming participant payment, and
gaming machine payout. For example, a slot machine
including the computing arrangement S00 may also include
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a hopper controller 542 to determine the amount of payout
to be provided to the participant. The hopper controller may
be mtegrally implemented with the processor 502, or alter-
natively as a separate hopper controller 542. A hopper 544
may also be provided in slot machine embodiments, where
the hopper serves as the mechanism holding the coins/tokens
of the machine. The wager input module 546 represents any
mechanism for accepting coins, tokens, coupons, bills, credit
cards, smart cards, membership cards, etc. for which a

participant inputs a wager amount.

FIG. 6 1s a flow diagram 1illustrating one embodiment of
the elimination bonus features i1n accordance with the
present mvention. In one embodiment of the mnvention, the
display segment elimination features of the invention are
implemented in connection with a bonus activity. The bonus
mode of play 1s entered 600. A subset of all display segments
on the display are designated as “active” display segments,
as shown at block 602. The active display segments may be
presented on any predetermined subset of the entire display
segment grid. For example, the active display segments may
be presented on a particular grid row, grid column, or other
orid pattern. In one embodiment, the display segments that
are deemed “active” are those that correspond to the sym-
bols during the standard mode of play that gave rise to the
bonus mode. For example, if three predetermined symbols
occur during the standard mode of play that invoke the
bonus mode, then those corresponding display segments
become the active display segments during the bonus activ-
ity.

Each of the active display segments may be considered
part of a “bonus group.” As shown at block 604, each of the
active display segments of the bonus group are subjected to
an electronic “spin,” similar to the manner 1n which reels are
spun 1n the standard mode slot game. In one embodiment,
cach of the active display segments 1s an independent
payline, such that the symbol occurring 1n each active
display segment determines, independent of the other dis-
play segments, the result of that display segment single-
symbol payline. The RNG randomly stops the spinning
activity 1n each of the active display segments, and 1t 1s
determined 606 whether any continue-bonus symbols are
presented in the bonus group. If not, 1t 1s determined whether
the bonus group includes any stop symbols 612. However,
some or all of the continue-bonus symbols may have a
payout value associated therewith, as determined at decision
block 608. If so, the payout amount 1s added 610 to the credit
accumulation, which may be added immediately, at the end
of the bonus activity, or at any other predetermined time.

It 1s determined 612 whether any stop symbols formed
part of the bonus group. If so, those display segments
corresponding to stop-bonus symbols are eliminated 614
from the bonus group. If the bonus group has been entirely
climinated 616, the bonus activity ends. In other words, once
cach of the active display segments of the bonus activity
receives a stop-bonus symbol, the bonus activity ends. If the
bonus group has not been entirely eliminated as determined
at decision block 616, the remaining active display segments
of the bonus group (which may be a smaller bonus group due
to the elimination of one or more display segments) are
again spun as shown at block 604. This process of elimi-
nating display segments associated with stop-bonus
symbols, and retaining display segments associated with
continue-bonus symbols, continues until all display seg-
ments have presented a stop-bonus symbol therein. At least
some, and 1n some embodiments all, of the continue-bonus
symbols are associated with a payout value which 1s
awarded to the participant.
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FIG. 7 1s another embodiment of the elimination bonus
features 1n accordance with the present mvention. In this
exemplary embodiment, a standard mode of play 1s 1nitiated
700. An example of participating 1n the standard mode 1s to
engage 1n normal slot game play, where a plurality of reels
having symbols are spun, and payouts may be etfected based
on the symbol combinations occurring on one or more
paylines. During this standard mode of play, the symbols in
cach reel of the display grid are stopped 1n accordance with
an RNG or other random generation engine, as shown at
block 702. The bonus mode will be 1nvoked if a predeter-
mined one or more bonus symbols (or symbol arrangement)
occurs 1n the display grid. Whether the predetermined sym-
bols occur during standard mode play i1s determined at
decision block 704. If the predetermined symbols giving rise
to the bonus mode do not occur, the participant may decide
706 whether or not to continue standard play. If the prede-
termined symbols giving rise to the bonus mode are pre-
sented on the display grid, the bonus mode 1s invoked 708.

When the bonus mode 1s mmvoked, one embodiment of the
invention includes de-emphasizing 710 those display seg-
ments or “cells” that do not correspond to the predetermined
bonus symbols. For example, these cells may be “grayed
out” or otherwise distinguished from those cells that do
correspond to the predetermined bonus symbols. The active
cells corresponding to where the predetermined bonus sym-
bols occurred during standard play may be referred to herein
as the “bonus group.” The next step 1s to spin 712 the active
cells associated with the bonus group. For example, each of
the active cells will appear as if a reel 1s spinning at its
respective location.

When this spinning action stops, a {irst one of the active
cells 1s considered, as shown at block 714. If the symbol at
this first cell 1s a stop-bonus symbol as determined at
decision block 716, 1t will be eliminated 718 from the bonus
ogroup. If the symbol i1s not a stop-bonus symbol, 1t 1s a
continue-bonus symbol, and it 1s determined 720 whether
that continue-bonus symbol has an associated payout value.
If so, that payout 1s effected 722. For example, the accumu-
lated credit total, and/or a cell payout subtotal, may be
incremented according to the payout value. It 1s determined
724 whether there are more active cells 1n the bonus group,
and 1f so, the next active cell 726 1s considered. This process
continues for each of the active cells comprising the bonus
ogroup that was spun at block 712. It should be noted that the
process 1ncluding blocks 714, 716, 718, 720, 722, 724, and
726 arc 1llustrated as being carried out in a sequential
manner, however this 1s for purposes of facilitating an
understanding of how each of the various active cells 1s
analyzed for its resulting symbol. Those skilled in the art
will readily recognize that these steps may be carried out
serially, concurrently, or serial in part and concurrent 1n part.

When all of the active cells of the bonus group have been
analyzed, it 1s determined 728 whether there 1s at least one
active cell remaining 1n the bonus group. If so, this means
that the bonus activity is still operative, and the “new” bonus
ogroup can then be spun 712. The “new” bonus group will
include all cells that did not have stop-bonus symbols
assoclated therewith. Therefore, the bonus group will ulti-
mately shrink in the number of active cells, until all cells
have been eliminated from the bonus group.

Using the foregoing specification, the mvention may be
implemented as a machine, process, or article of manufac-
ture by using standard programming and/or engineering
techniques to produce programming software, firmware,
hardware or any combination thereof.

Any resulting program(s), having computer-readable pro-
oram code, may be embodied within one or more computer-
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usable media such as memory devices or transmitting
devices, thereby making a computer program product or
article of manufacture according to the invention. As such,
the terms “article of manufacture” and “computer program
product” as used herein are intended to encompass a com-
puter program existent (permanently, temporarily, or
transitorily) on any computer-usable medium such as on any
memory device or 1n any transmitting device.

One skilled 1n the art of computer science from the
description provided heremn will be able to combine the
software created as described with appropriate general pur-
pose or special purpose computer hardware to create a
computer system and/or computer subcomponents embody-
ing the mvention, and to create a computer system and/or
computer subcomponents for carrying out methods of the
invention.

Many modifications and variations are possible in light of
the above teaching. For example, the present invention 1s not
limited to what 1s traditionally known as “slot machines.”
The present invention 1s applicable to any gaming device to
incorporate bonus rounds i1n connection with a gaming
system. Also, while the illustrated embodiments have been
described 1n large part in connection with a “slot machine,”
other gaming systems and concepts are also within the scope
of the invention, such as video poker games, card games,
lotteries, and other casino events implementing a video
screen.

Further, it should be recognized that the manner of
providing a repeated elimination of display segments as
described herein may be applied during a standard mode of
play, rather than 1 a bonus mode of play. For example, the
standard mode of play be configured to allow the participant
to continually engage 1 such a repeated elimination slot
game without entering a bonus mode. In such a case, 1t may
be preferred to provide a higher percentage of “continue”
symbols that are associated with no credit award, or lesser
credit awards to arrive at the targeted payout percentage of
the slot game. Where the present invention 1s utilized as a
standard play game, the user would {irst 1nitiate the standard
play (e.g., by pulling a lever, pushing a “play,” “spin,” “bet
maximum credits,” or other analogous play initiation
button). In one such embodiment, all of the display
secgments, or a predetermined or random subset of the
display segments are activated. These activated display
secgments are then spun, and stopped to randomly provide
symbols 1n each of the activated display segments. Continue
symbols would keep the associated display segments active
for a subsequent spin, while stop or “discontinue” symbols
would be eliminated from further spins for the remainder of
that particular play event. Either or both of the continue
symbols may be associated with credit awards, or may be
assoclated with no credit award. In any case, the continue
symbols allow the associated display segment to remain
active, while discontinue symbols prohibit the associated
display segment from further activity during that play event.
The activated display segments repeatedly reduce 1n number
as discontinue symbols appear, until each of the display
segments have been associated with a discontinue symbol,
thereby ending that particular play event. The standard play
would then continue by mitiating a new play event. Further,
bonus rounds may still be associated with this standard play
activity, and 1n one embodiment, the principles of the present
invention may also be applied to that bonus event, such as
by providing statistically higher credit awards to the con-
tinue (and optionally discontinue) symbols during the bonus
event.

As can be seen from the foregoing description, the exem-
plary embodiments of the invention described herein have
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been presented for the purposes of 1llustration and
description, and many modifications and variations are
possible 1n light of the above teaching. The description of
these exemplary embodiments 1s not mntended to be exhaus-
five or to limit the ivention to the precise form disclosed.
It 1s thus not intended that the scope of the invention be
limited with this detailed description, but rather by the
claims appended hereto.
What 1s claimed 1s:
1. A method for facilitating participation m a slot game,
comprising:
presenting a display grid comprising a plurality of active
display segments;
presenting symbols 1n each of the active display seg-
ments;

deactivating the active display segments that are associ-

ated with a discontinue symbol; and

repeatedly presenting symbols 1n each of the active dis-

play segments, and deactivating the active display
segments associated with the discontinue symbols,
until all of the active display segments have been
deactivated.

2. The method as 1n claim 1, wherein presenting a display
orid comprising a plurality of active display segments com-
prises presenting the active display segments 1n a bonus
mode of play in response to presentation of a symbol
combination during a standard mode of play that invokes the
bonus mode of play.

3. The method as 1n claim 2, wherein a bonus symbol set

comprising the symbols presented 1n each of the active
display segments during the bonus mode of play 1s different
than a standard symbol set comprising standard symbols
presented 1n the display grid during the standard mode of
play.

4. The method as 1 claim 2, wheremn presenting the
display grid comprises presenting the active display seg-
ments within the display grid in a pattern governed by
locations corresponding to locations of the symbol combi-
nation presented during the standard mode of play.

5. The method as 1n claim 1, further comprising at least
partially randomly selecting which symbol 1s to be presented
in each of the active display segments.

6. The method as 1n claim 5, wherein at least partially
randomly selecting which symbol 1s to be presented com-
prises assoclating a reel strip having a predetermined symbol
set to each of the active display segments.

7. The method as 1n claim 6, wherein associating a reel
strip having a predetermined symbol set to each of the active
display segments comprises associating a different reel strip
to each of the active display segments.

8. The method as 1n claim 5, wherein at least partially
randomly selecting which symbol 1s to be presented com-
prises assoclating a predetermined symbol set to each of the
active display segments.

9. The method as 1n claim 5, wherein at least partially
randomly selecting which symbol 1s to be presented com-
prises assoclating a predetermined symbol set to a plurality
of the active display segments.

10. The method as in claim 1, wherein the display grid
comprises a plurality of display segments including the
active display segments and one or more 1nactive display
secgments, wherein the inactive display segments remain
uninvolved with the presentation of the symbols, deactiva-
fion of the active display segments, and repeated presenta-
fion of the symbols and deactivation of the active display
segments.

11. The method as 1n claim 10, further comprising 1den-
tifying the active display segments of the display grid as the
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display segments corresponding to predetermined symbols
occurring 1n a previous slot game activity.

12. The method as in claim 11, wherein the previous slot
game activity 1s a standard mode slot game activity, and the
presentation of the symbols, deactivation of the active
display segments, and repeated presentation of the symbols
and deactivation of the active display segments 1s provided
in connection with a bonus mode slot game activity.

13. The method as 1n claim 10, wherein the 1nactive
display segments are de-emphasized to be distinguished
from the active display segments.

14. The method as 1n claim 13, wherein the active display
secgments that are deactivated by being associated with a
discontinue symbol are de-emphasized to be distinguished
from the active display segments.

15. The method as in claim 13, further comprising retain-
ing the discontinue symbol in each of the active display
secgments that are deactivated, thereby distinguishing the
deactivated display segments from both the active display
secgments and the 1nactive display segments.

16. The method as 1n claim 1, wherein the display grid
comprises a plurality of display segments including the
active display segments.

17. The method as 1n claim 16, further comprising iden-
tifying the active display segments of the display grid as the
display segments corresponding to predetermined symbols
occurring 1n a previous slot game activity.

18. The method as in claam 16, further comprising 1den-
tifying the active display segments of the display grid as a
subset of the display segments corresponding to predeter-
mined symbols occurring in a previous slot game activity.

19. The method as 1n claim 18, further comprising pre-
senting a user interface to allow a participant to select the
subset of the display segments corresponding to predeter-
mined symbols occurring 1n a previous slot game activity.

20. The method as 1n claim 1, wherein presenting symbols
in each of the active display segments comprises presenting
continue symbols 1n one or more of the active display
segments, wherein the continue symbols direct 1ts respective
one of the active display segments to remain active.

21. The method as 1n claim 20, further comprising pro-
viding a user imnterface to allow a participant to hold one or
more of the continue symbols for a next presentation of the
symbols in the active display segments.

22. The method as 1n claim 20, further comprising asso-
clating a credit award with one or more of the continue
symbols.

23. The method as 1n claim 22, wherein associating a
credit award comprises associating a positive credit award
having an additive effect on an accumulated credit total.

24. The method as 1n claim 22, wherein associating a
credit award comprises associlating a null credit award
having no positive or negative effect on an accumulated
credit total.

25. The method as 1 claim 22, wheremn associating a
credit award comprises assoclating a negative credit award
having a subtractive effect on an accumulated credit total.

26. The method as 1n claim 20, further comprising asso-
clating a credit award with one or more of the continue
symbols, wherein a plurality of the continue symbols must
match before the credit award affects an accumulated credit
total.

27. The method as 1n claim 1, further comprising associ-
ating a credit award with one or more of the discontinue
symbols.

28. The method as 1n claim 27, wherein associating a
credit award comprises associating a positive credit award
having an additive effect on an accumulated credit total.
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29. The method as 1n claim 27, wherein associating a
credit award comprises assoclating a null credit award
having no positive or negative effect on an accumulated
credit total.

30. The method as in claim 27, wherein associating a
credit award comprises assoclating a negative credit award
having a subtractive effect on an accumulated credit total.

31. The method as 1n claim 1, further comprising deac-
fivating a predetermined plurality of the active display
segments 1n response to deactivation of one of the active
display segments that 1s associated with a discontinue sym-
bol.

32. The method as 1n claim 1, wherein repeatedly pre-
senting symbols comprises automatically repeating present-
ing symbols and deactivating the active display segments
until all of the active display segments have been deacti-
vated.

33. The method as in claim 1, wherein repeatedly pre-
senting symbols comprises providing a user interface to
allow a participant to initiate each repeated presentation of
symbols until all of the active display segments have been
deactivated.

34. A casino gaming apparatus hosting a gaming activity
having at least a standard mode of operation and a bonus
mode of operation, the casino gaming apparatus comprising:

a video screen to present a display grid having a plurality
of display cells;

a user 1nterface to facilitate player participation in at least
the standard mode of operation; and

a processor configured to designate a plurality of the
display cells as active display cells 1in response to a
predetermined symbol combination occurring during
the standard mode of operation, and during the bonus
mode of operation to randomly present symbols 1n the
active display cells, deactivate the active display cells
assoclated with a discontinue symbol, and to repeat the
random presentation of symbols and deactivation of the
display cells associated with the discontinue symbols
until all of the active display cells have been deacti-
vated.

35. The casimno gaming apparatus as 1n claim 34, wherein
the processor comprises a random number generator con-
figured to randomly select the symbols for presentation 1n
the active display cells.

36. The casino gaming apparatus as 1n claim 34, wherein
the user mterface comprises a user interface mechanism to
allow the player to initiate each repetition of the random
presentation of symbols.

J7. The casino gaming apparatus as 1n claim 34, wherein
the user mterface comprises a user interface mechanism to
allow the player to hold one or more symbols associated
with the active display cells to a next one of the random
presentations of symbols.

38. The casino gaming apparatus as 1n claim 34, wherein
the video screen further comprises a bonus payout bar to
present payout subtotals for each of the display cells asso-
clated with the bonus mode of operation.

39. The casino gaming apparatus as 1n claim 34, wherein
the processor 1s further configured to automatically repeat
the random presentation of symbols and deactivation of the
display cells associated with the discontinue symbols until
all of the active display cells have been deactivated without
player intervention.

40. The casino gaming apparatus as in claim 34, wherein
the casino gaming apparatus 1s a slot machine, and the
standard mode of operation of the slot machine 1s a slot
game.
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41. The casino gaming apparatus as 1n claim 34, wherein
the casino gaming apparatus 1s a video poker machine, and
the standard mode of operation of the video poker machine
1s a poker game.

42. The casino gaming apparatus as 1n claim 34, wherein
the casmno gaming apparatus 1s a video bingo machine, and
the standard mode of operation of the video bingo machine
1s a bingo game.

43. The casino gaming apparatus as 1n claim 34, wherein
the casino gaming apparatus 1s a video keno machine, and
the standard mode of operation of the video keno machine
1s a keno game.

44. A method for facilitating participation 1n a slot game
on a slot machine, comprising:

(a) presenting a display grid having a plurality of display

segments;

(b) electronically spinning a plurality of virtual reels
visible 1 the plurality of display segments, wherein
cach of the virtual reels includes symbols from a
collective symbol set;

(c) halting the spinning of the virtual reels to randomly
present a symbol from the collective symbol set 1n each
of the display segments;

(d) determining whether a predetermined symbol combi-
nation that invokes a bonus event 1s presented;

(e) if the bonus event i1s invoked, distinguishing active
display segments associated with the symbols of the
predetermined symbol combination from 1nactive dis-
play segments disassociated with the symbols of the
predetermined symbol combination;

(f) spinning a bonus virtual reel in each of the active
display segments;

(g¢) halting the spinning of the bonus virtual reels to
randomly present a bonus symbol 1n each of the active
display segments;

(h) deactivating the active display segments associated
with a stop-bonus symbol; and

(1) repeating steps (f) through (h) until a predetermined
number of the active display segments have been
deactivated.

45. The method of claim 44, further comprising main-
taining an active status for the active display segments
assoclated with continue-bonus symbols.

46. The method of claim 45, further comprising awarding
credits for predetermined ones of the continue-bonus sym-
bols.

4’7. The method of claim 44, further comprising awarding,
credits for predetermined ones of the stop-bonus symbols.

48. The method of claim 44, further comprising locating,
the active display segments on the display grid at like
display segment locations in which the predetermined sym-
bol combination occurred.

49. The method of claim 44, wherein the predetermined
number 1s all of the active display segments.

50. The method of claim 44, wherein each of the virtual
reels encompasses a predetermined group of the display
segments.

S51. The method of claim 50, wherein each of the virtual
reels 1s associated with a different virtual reel strip.

52. The method of claim S50, wherein each of the bonus
virtual reels encompasses one of the active display seg-
ments.

53. The method of claim 52, wherein each of the bonus
virtual reels 1s associated with a different bonus virtual reel
Strip.
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54. A slot machine comprising:

means for presenting a display grid comprising a plurality
of active display segments;

means for randomly presenting symbols 1n each of the
active display segments;

means for deactivating the active display segments that
are associated with a discontinue symbol;

means for awarding credits for continue symbols pre-
sented 1n the active display segments; and

means for repeatedly presenting symbols 1n each of the

active display segments, awarding credits for continue

symbols, and deactivating the active display segments

associated with the discontinue symbols, until all of the
active display segments have been deactivated.

55. A computer-readable medium having computer-

executable 1nstructions for executing a repeated elimination
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bonus event 1n a slot game, the computer-executable 1nstruc-
fions performing steps comprising:

presenting a display grid comprising a plurality of active
display segments;

randomly presenting symbols 1n each of the active display
segments;

deactivating the active display segments that are associ-
ated with a discontinue symbol;

awarding credits for continue symbols presented 1n the
active display segments; and

repeatedly presenting symbols 1n each of the active dis-
play segments, awarding credits for continue symbols,
and deactivating the active display segments associated
with the discontinue symbols, until all of the active
display segments have been deactivated.



	Front Page
	Drawings
	Specification
	Claims

